Hospital referral of stroke patients: a survey of attitudes in general practice, and consideration of entry times for clinical trials.
Two major issues in clinical trials in stroke are the criteria used for the selection of patients expected to benefit from the proposed treatment, and the entry time of those patients. We surveyed 507 Belgian general practitioners (GPs) on their opinions on referral of stroke patients to hospital and also on their actual referral behaviour. The feasibility of a 6-hour entry time was included in the investigation. Stroke is considered to require an urgent response: 88% of GPs visited the patient immediately on concluding that such an event had occurred. The mean time between the onset of the first clinical symptoms and the arrival of the GP at the patient's residence was about 30 minutes. Within 6 h of the insult, 95% of the patients referred to hospital had been admitted. Information on the GP's most recent stroke patient revealed that 72.4% of these stroke patients were admitted to hospital. Patients referred to hospital were significantly younger, had a significantly more severe stroke, and were significantly more likely to have had a first stroke and to have lived independently before the insult than patients not admitted to hospital. We think that Belgian GPs need to change their referral behaviour with respect to stroke patients and refer more of those who have suffered more mildly. There is every reason to be optimistic about this re-education, since the patients whom GPs do refer to hospital are referred rapidly enough to profit from a possibly efficacious treatment.